Introduction
A variety of stoichiometric methods for the α-hydroxylation of β-dicarbonyl compounds is established. 1 With regard to ecological and economic concers, procedures using molecular oxygen as oxidant 2 are of particular interest.
Metal-catalyzed oxidations of β-dicarbonyl compounds with O 2 recently published, however, are either inefficient (Mn), 3 require a toxic transition metal (Co) 4 or an over stoichiometric amount of metal salt (Cs).
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Results
We wish to report on a new procedure for the oxidation of β-dicarbonyl compounds using only catalytic amounts of the inexpensive and non-toxic cerium salt CeCl 3 · 7 H 2 O, molecular oxygen as oxidant and isopropanol as solvent. The excellent yields achieved for the α-hydroxy-β-dicarbonyl derivatives 2a-2c (Table 1) are significantly higher than those obtained by Mn-and Co-catalyzed reactions. Moreover, in most cases the procedure is distinguished by simple workup: filtration through some silica gel gave analytically pure products. Acyclic β-dicarbonyl compounds 3 were also oxidized to give the α-hydroxy-β-dicarbonyl derivatives 4, which were purified by chromatography. Slow decomposition of products 4a-4g under the reaction conditions, however, reduced the yields (Table 2 ). In some cases the α-chloro compound was isolated as a byproduct. 
A procedure for the α-hydroxylation of acyclic and cyclic β-ketoesters and β-diketones is reported using -molecular oxygen as oxidant, -the inexpensive and non-toxic CeCl 3 · 7 H 2 O as catalyst, -isopropanol as solvent. The method is limited to substrates with an α-alkyl substituent, otherwise complex product mixtures are obtained, while malonates do not react. Cyclic dicarbonyl compounds give optimal yields. Reactions can also be performed under atmospheric oxygen. Scale-up is possible; e.g. isolation of derivative 2a in 4.6 g (91%) yield after distillation.
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